How did you become a scientist?
I owe interest in the natural world to my father, who studied and worked in unrelated fields but who was an old type "naturalist" at heart. When I had to decide on my field of study (which under the Polish educational system I had to do before I graduated from high school), I chose biology thinking vaguely about an academic career but not having very specific plans. I was not yet 17 at that time. I developed a more serious interest in being a scientist when I was 21 and had a chance to spend a year in North Vietnam with much time available for doing fieldwork. This gave me a chance to translate my boyhood hobby of collecting beetles into doing research and I concentrated on collecting invertebrates including soil micro fauna. After my return to Poland, I was delighted to find out that the material I collected included some species new to science and the specialists who described them displayed an uncommon kindness by calling several of these little creatures . . . . . .. Bartkei.
When did you first become interested in reproductive biology and why?
My Ph.D. project at the University of Kansas in Lawrence, KS was to compare endocrine function in two genetically unrelated mutations causing dwarfism in mice. Both of these mutants had markedly delayed puberty and females were sterile. With the tutelage of Dr. J. Yochim (more about him below), I was able to show that their sterility was due to prolactin (PRL) deficiency and that this could be reversed by PRL-secreting transplants of normal pituitaries under the kidney capsule or by injections of PRL. After the birth of the first litter by a female dwarf mouse, I was passing around cigars in the Department.
For the benefit of readers younger than me, I should perhaps add that these types of experiments along with some histological work I did were pretty typical of reproductive endocrinology before the age of radioimmunoassays; a bit hard to think about this now.
Who were past scientists and mentors who inspired your research and influenced your career path?
mice and who called my attention to the fact that these genetically PRL-deficient animals could be used to decipher the role of PRL in male reproduction.
Years later at the Worcester Foundation for Experimental Biology in Shrewsbury MA, I was inspired by knowing Dr. M.C. Chang. I did not work with him, but he was a huge "presence" and I saw him as an unattainable ideal of scientific creativity and intellectual originality, an ultimate role model. I should also mention Dr. Burt Caldwell who unselfishly shared his testosterone antibody, thus making it possible for us to set up a radioimmunoassay and measure testosterone in the small amounts of plasma that can be collected from a mouse and in samples of rat rete testis fluid, and Dr. Bruce Goldman who patiently introduced me to the concept and methods of chronobiology and studies of reproductive seasonality.
Of course, I was influenced and, in many cases, greatly helped by numerous other individuals and I would like to apologize for not mentioning them here by name.
Looking back, what are the one or two decisions you made during your career that had the most impact?
The first was to take a year from my undergraduate/Master's university curriculum and go to work in North Vietnam. The second was to go to the USA twice (to graduate school at KU and then to a postdoctoral training program at the Worcester Foundation)
How were you introduced to the SSR and how important was participation in scientific societies to your career development?
The Worcester Foundation was a "hot bed" of reproductive biology; so, formation of a new society devoted to this discipline and plans to have a US "repro" journal were a great topic of conversation. I submitted an abstract for the first meeting and then attended SSR meetings every year for many years. I was very happy with the attitudes of this new organization toward trainees and younger members, with getting to know people during daily walks from and to the dorms, sharing meals in university cafeterias and, of course, the famous SSR social (beer) gatherings. The low cost of SSR meetings at that time was also a great help.
I believe that chances to participate in the functions and in the governance of SSR and other scientific societies had a huge impact on my career. First, it allowed me to meet other people working in this field, to keep learning what is new, and to present our work to interested audiences. In my case, this was particularly important since I came from abroad and did my PhD in a lab devoted to genetics and thus, I was a real newcomer to the fields of both reproductive biology and endocrinology. I always felt energized after attending a meeting and was grateful for, and often amazed, by the indications of acceptance of me and of our work.
I also benefited greatly from the kindness and help of others. A few days after my first opportunity to chair a Council meeting for a scientific society (American Society of Andrology), Dr. Fred Naftolin who attended this meeting called me and told me that it was obvious that I had no idea how to run a meeting and that I should consult Robert's Rules of Order. This was great advice; I was indeed totally ignorant of these rules. In communist Poland, parliamentary rules were not thought of or observed; public meetings were organized to "voluntarily" accept decisions and resolutions by acclamation. I am sure I still have a lot to learn about the formal procedures, but it helped me greatly to follow his advice and to learn at least the ABCs.
What is the most important scientific accomplishment that you think you have made so far?
The first was providing evidence that PRL is involved in the control of male reproductive functions.
The second, showing that reduced somatotropic signaling can slow aging and markedly extend longevity. This is not directly related to reproduction, but it has been the main focus of our work during the last 25 years.
What has been your philosophy in training and mentoring young scientists?
Work together with your trainees in the lab as much as possible and let them find a question that THEY find exciting and develop their own research.
What do you consider the greatest breakthroughs in the field of reproductive biology and why?
Among the breakthroughs made since I started working in this field, I would single out hormonal contraception and assisted reproductive technologies (particularly IVF and ICSI) because of their impact on people's lives. I would also list producing transgenic and "knockout" animals because of the impact of these techniques on research on reproduction and basic biomedical research in general.
Why do you consider service to your scientific community so important?
As I mentioned earlier in the context of involvement with scientific societies, I feel that service to the community is a natural responsibility of everyone in the field. It is hugely important and is also a primary example of receiving more than giving. This concerns forming professional contacts and personal friendships, acknowledging the accomplishments of others, and improving the visibility of one's own work.
